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THE CHRISTIAN HUMANISM
OF ANNE BRONTE
James Woelfel

(^^^nne (1820-1849) remains the neglected Bronte, and
unjustly so.
A markedly different writer from
Charlotte and Emily, she was nevertheless gifted and is
worthy of our attention. Among the sisters Anne uniquely
expressed a vision of life that was at once deeply religious,
boldly independent, uncompromisingly honest, and admirably
"whole." Integral to this vision is an exploration of gender
relations and an affirmation of gender equality which contrib
uted to making her novel The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848) a
succh de scandale among the Victorian reading public.
I have called Anne Bronte's vision of life a "Christian
humanism." Historically, the tradition of Christian human
ism—as expressed for example by Erasmus, Locke, Matthew
Arnold, and C. S. Lewis—has emphasized reason as an essential
source of divine truth alongside revelation, appealing to
common reason and experience in interpreting the Bible and
church doctrine. This has led some Christian humanists to
theological conclusions that are at odds with prevailing
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doctrine. Another feature of Christian humanisms, as one
meaning of the term "humanism" suggests, has typically been a
keen interest in the earthly life of humanity. This has
sometimes manifested itself in a close attention to the complexi
ties of human behavior and to the demands and possibilities of
the moral life, and a compassionate and undogmatic attitude
toward human beings in their struggles and sufferings.
By these criteria, Anne Bronte's life-vision belongs to the
tradition of Christian humanism. She combined a deeply
evangelical Anglican piety with independence of mind and wide
human compassion. The uniting of a logical turn of mind,
common sense, keen observation, human sensitivity, and a love
of nature with a well-grounded biblical faith resulted in views
that were challengingly unconventional. Anne was a moral
realist who perceptively explored both the fragility of goodness
in the morally upright and the depths of degradation to which
humans can fall. Her ideas on the clei^y, education, marriage,
the family, and the role of women quietly challenged the
established order. Her intense love for our non-human fellow
creatures led her to reject the standard theological view that
they exist for human benefit and to protest in her fiction
against cruelty toward them. Finally, through much personal
struggle Anne Bronte came to affirm the ultimate salvation of
all human beings, before such an idea was thinkable in
"mainstream" British Christianity, and the belief played a key
role in her second novel and her religious outlook generally.
In this essay I shall explore the main elements of Anne
Bronte's Christian humanism with special attention to her
views on women and gender relations. My chief text will be
The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, but I will also refer to her first
novel Agnes Grey for further illumination of her outlook. First,
however, enlisting the help of other interpreters of Anne
Bronte, I want to make some general prefatory comments about
her independence of mind, the sort of writer she was, her
religious beliefs, and her championing of women.
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It was Charlotte whose description of Anne largely
determined all later characterizations:
Anne's character was milder and more subdued [than
Emily's]. She wanted the power, the fire, the originality
of her sister, but was well endowed with quiet virtues of
her own. Long-suffering, self-denying, reflective, and
intelligent, a constitutional reserve and taciturnity placed
and kept her in the shade, and covered her mind, and
especially her feelings, with a sort of nun-like veil, which
was rarely lifted,'
In her excellent introduction to Brian Wilks's The Illustrated
Brontes of Haworth, Victoria Glendinning both enlarges and
corrects this standard view of Anne:
Anne Bronte has always been described as "gentle"; she is
stereotyped as the, mild, pious, less-talented youngest
sister. This typecasting is largely Charlotte's fault....Anne
was not really so timid. Her novels prove it.. She writes
as sharply and ironically as Charlotte about the unfairly
different ways that girls and boys were educated, and
about the secondary position women stoically took in a
male-centered world....What Anne had, to perfection, was
the approved demeanour of submission. Underneath lay
the "snappish fierceness" that a contemporary critic
diagnosed in her fiction, and which Charlotte chose to
foiget.^

' Charlotte Bronte, "Biographical Notice of Ellis and Acton Bell," prefaced to the
1850 edition of Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey; qtd. in Edward Chitham, The
Poems of Anne Bronte: A New Text and Commentary (London: Macmillan, 1979),
22.
^ Brian Wilks, The Illustrated Brontes of Haworth (London: Collins, 1986), 8-9.
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Glendinning goes on to point out that it was Anne who
insisted on dying away from home. Brian Wilks elaborates on
this physical and mental independence from Haworth:
Thinking her own thoughts and going her own way—we
should never forget that she alone of the family worked
effectively and lived happily away from Haworth—Anne
succeeded in polishing her own style and found her own
voice. Could it be that her stubborn demand to be taken
to Scarborough when she knew she was dying was her
final act of self-assertion: a blunt refusal to die after the
pattern of her brother [Branwell] and her sister [Emily]
whose recent deaths so troubled her mind.^ Anne had her
wish and lies buried in the churchyard on the steep hill
at Scarborough that is the setting for one of the happiest
chapters she ever wrote [chapter 24 of Agnes Grey\.
While the rest of the family are buried at Haworth, she
alone is elsewhere, in a place where she created and
maintained her own life.^
With near-unanimity, present-day commentators on Anne
Bronte characterize her mind as not only independent but also
logical and realistic. Winifred Gerin calls her "a relentless little
logician,""* and Edward Chitham writes that "Anne's mind was
logical, analytic, and thoroughgoing. She always followed the
rationale of an argument, even to unpalatable conclusions."® All
agree likewise on her uncompromising honesty and realism as
a writer, qualities that her fifty-nine poems and two novels
exhibit and that Anne herself explicitly described as her
intention as a novelist. As she wrote in the Preface to the
second edition of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall: "My object in
writing the following pages was not simply to amuse the
' The Illustrated Brontes of Haworth, 100.
•* Winifred Gerin, Anne Bronte (London: Nelson, 1959), 41.
' The Poems of Anne Bronte, 19.
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Reader, neither was it to gratify my own taste, nor yet to
ingratiate myself with the Press and the Public: I wished to tell
the truth, for truth always conveys its own moral to those who
are able to receive it."^ Responding to critics of the first edition
of the novel, who were shocked by its frank portrayal of
human dissipation and ruin, she went on to declare that "when
I feel it my duty to speak an unpalatable truth, with the help
of God, I will speak it, though it be to the prejudice of my
name and to the detriment of my reader's immediate pleasure
as well as my own.
Avowedly a moralist with a didactic purpose in writing
novels, Anne's artistic genius is to have done so by creating
compellingly realistic characters and situations with all the
complexity and ambiguity of actual life—letting truth "convey
its own moral"—and not by being "preachy" or peopling her
novels with cardboard figures representing the virtues and vices.
Like Jane Austen, she was also capable at times of a fine irony,
often aimed at herself, a subtlety that typically eludes the
narrow moralist.
One reason for Anne's eclipse as a writer comparatively soon
after her death is that she was a markedly different sort of
writer from either Charlotte or Emily, and Charlotte never
adequately appreciated or understood what she was doing in her
writings. Even when in 1845 Charlotte came up with the idea
of the three sisters' publishing a volume of poetry, she
somewhat condescendingly characterized Anne's as having "a
sweet, sincere pathos of their own."' While Emily certainly
reigns supreme as the Bronte poet, Anne wrote some very good
poetry, both on personal and on religious themes. Derek
Stanford observes that the kind of statement Charlotte always
' Anne Bronte, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, ed. G. D. Hargreaves, int. Winifred
Gerin, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979), 29.
' The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, 30.
' "Biographical Notice of Ellis and Acton Bell," qtd. in Gerin, 216.
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made was "a note of praise for Anne as a human being; a
slighting apology for her as artist.'"
Prior to contemporary interpreters such as Gerin, Chitham,
Wilks, Harrison, and Stanford, the most notable voice raised
against the persistent neglect of Anne Bronte's writing was the
respected literary critic Geoi^e Moore. In Conversations in
Ebury Street Moore averred that Agnes Grey was "the most
perfect prose narrative in English letters," and blamed
Charlotte's lack of understanding and appreciation of Anne's
work for the climate of opinion that dismissed it as inferior to
that of her sisters. While he had reservations about The Tenant
of Wildfell Hall, he attributed its flaws not to lack of artistic
merit, but to inexperience. Moore claimed that Anne "had all
the qualities of Jane Austen and other qualities." "If Anne
Bronte had lived ten years longer," he continued, "she would
have taken a place beside Jane Austen, perhaps even a higher
place.
Whatever one's assessment of Moore's lavish praise, it is not
insignificant that he compares Anne to Jane Austen (whose
books it is likely Anne never read). Other interpreters regard
her as having closer affinities, in some respects, with eighteenthcentury writers such as Oliver Goldsmith than with the
Romantics who were her contemporaries and who influenced
her sisters. Chitham suggests that this may be one reason for
her neglect:
Directly or indirectly the Romantics took hold on both
Charlotte and Emily, and it is their comparative absence
from Anne's work which makes it appear so different. It
might be maintained that the unfulfilled expectation of
finding another Bronte in the Romantic tradition may
have given rise in part to Anne's neglect. Anne sees this
' Ada Harrison and Derek Stanford, Anne Bronte: Her Life and Work (London:
Methuen, 1959), 242.
George Moore, Conversations in Ebury Street (London: Heinemann, 1936),
214-23.
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Romantic tradition, dallies with it, and in general accords
it only a subordinate place. Though this feature appears
to a greater extent in her novels than in her poetry, in
the poems too she is increasingly anti-Romantic. She
continually strives to test Romanticism against healthy
scepticism, using the word "truth" in opposition to
sentiment or affectation."
Chitham alludes here to those qualities I have mentioned in
connection with Anne's independence of mind: her logical turn
of mind, her realism, and her passion for honesty.
Yet here as in other areas Anne struggled between opposing
tendencies in herself and sought a balance. A woman of deep
(if often concealed) feelings, exhibited forcefully in her poetry
and her religious faith, she fully affirmed their place and power
in human life. She has Helen Huntingdon, the heroine of The
Tenant of Wildfell Hall, say that "what the world stigmatizes as
romantic is often more nearly allied to the truth than is
commonly supposed; for, if the generous ideas of youth are too
often overclouded by the sordid views of afterlife, that scarcely
proves them to be false."" But Anne's concern here, be it
noted, is for truth and goodness, and Helen's praise of youthful
romanticism is bound up with a religious view of life in which
the "sordid views of afterlife" are false guides to what is really
real. Anne, like her character Helen, sees too much of the
destructive power of feelings ungoverned by thought and selfdiscipline. As Chitham observes, "Anne saw the dangers of
rationalism. Yet she was constantly being driven by her
experience towards a cooler, more detached view, against her
underlying nature.""
The balance between passion and reason also characterizes
what to Anne Bronte grounded and integrated who she was and
" The Poems of Anne Bronte, 42.
The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, 293.
" The Poems of Anne Bronte, 38.
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what she wrote; her Christian faith. Again, Charlotte—"so
often Anne's well-wishing Bad Fairy"—interpreted Anne's piety
almost entirely as melancholy and sin-obsessed." Neither her
poetry, which reveals her personal religious struggles, nor her
fiction bears out Charlotte's picture of religious aberration.
Anne was clearly a very serious believer. She wrestled
throughout her life with her tendencies toward unbelief, her
sensitive conscience always blamed herself rather than others for
problems and difficulties, and she was deeply preoccupied with
the issue of limited versus universal salvation. The Bible was
her constant resource, and her fiction is full of biblical
quotations and allusions. But there is no evidence that her
absorption in these things was pathological. Indeed, it is her
assumption that both faith and reason are essential to Christian
believing and living, together with her interest in and wide
sympathy with others, that saves her from morbidity and
despair and, in the case of the problem of salvation, enables her
to resolve the problem. Of the three sisters, Anne was from an
early age a "natural Christian," and she always espoused an
evangelical Anglicanism. By contrast, Charlotte tended to turn
to Christianity mainly in times of crisis, and Emily seems to
have gone her own way as a kind of pantheist.
Central to Anne's Christianity was also a wide compassion
both for human beings and for non-human creatures. Brian
Wilks, attributing this partly to the influence of her father
Patrick Bronte, writes that "Anne's robust Christianity...is
warmly human and rare in writing of her time. Her theme is
compassion and the need for people to care for one another.""
Anne shared with her "twin," Emily, an intense love of nature,
but its religious impact on her was different. As Gerin writes:
With the life of the moors Emily and Anne became so
deeply impregnated that it shaped their thoughts.
Anne Bronte: Her Life and Work, 200.
" The Illustrated Brontes of Haworth, 108.
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coloured their imaginations and quickened their feelings
as no other influence in their lives would ever do. To
Emily, nature became an end in itself; to Anne, a
pathway to God; to both of them it became a necessity.
Anne's joyous and liberating communion with the natural
world imbued her with a compassionate view of our relation
ship with our fellow creatures that is very congenial to our
ecologically-minded age but was theologically and morally
unconventional in her own day. It appears, for example, in
Agnes Grey—z heavily autobiographical novel—when the
heroine, governess to the Bloomfield children, tries to reason
first with young Tom Bloomfield about his torturing and killing
of birds and then with his mother:
"When Master Bloomfield's amusements consist in
injuring sentient creatures...I think it my duty to
interfere."
"You seem to have forgotten," she said calmly, "that
the creatures were all created for our convenience."
I thought that doctrine admitted some doubt, but
merely replied—
"If they were, we have no right to torment them for
our amusement."
"I think," said she, "a child's amusement is scarcely to
be weighed against the welfare of a soulless brute."
"...'Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain
mercy.'"
"Oh! of course; but that refers to our conduct towards
each other."
"The merciful man shows mercy to his beast," I
ventured to add.'^

" Anne Bronte, 60.
" Anne Bronte, Agnes Grey (London: Dent, 1985), 39.
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All three of the Bronte writer-sisters, each in her own way,
were unconventional explorers of women's experience and
critics of the passive and subordinate condition imposed upon
women. As Glendinning observes: "What shocked these
solemn [Victorian] critics in part was the Brontes' innocently
unashamed acceptance of women's passions, women's
unhappiness, and women's frustration and anger."" Charlotte
remarked in a letter that "if men could see us as we really are,
they would be amazed."" Charlotte and Anne both dealt
explicitly with the inequality of the sexes in their fiction, as for
example in Jane Eyr^° and, as we shall see, in The Tenant of

Wildfell Hall.

The Brontes were not social reformers—and indeed it should
not surprise us that they do not offer concrete proposals or
campaign on behalf of women's rights. To the fact that they
led an isolated, retiring existence, we must add that they lived
in a period when the women's movement as a social and
political force was in its infancy. The "scandalous" Mary
Wollstonecraft would not have been thought proper reading for
most girls and young women of the time, and the Seneca Falls
Convention inaugurating the women's movement in the U.S.
was held in 1848, the same year Anne published Tenant. After
Emily's and Anne's deaths Charlotte did become a good friend
of the activist Harriet Martineau. Also of interest is the fact
that in a letter of 1851, to her friend and biographer Elizabeth
Caskell, Charlotte mentioned reading an unattributed article,
"The Enfranchisement of Women," in the Westminster Review.
(Charlotte and almost everyone else thought it was by John
Stuart Mill, but Alice Rossi ai^ues on comparative textual
grounds that Harriet Taylor was the primary author.) While
she approved of the author's arguments that restrictive laws
regarding women's employment should be abolished and all

" The Illustrated Brontes of Haworth, 8.
" Quoted by Glendinning, 6.
^ Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (New York: Scholastic Book Services, 1962); see, for
example, 117.
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careers opened to women, she thought the article coldly logical,
lacking in feeling and in a recognition of the importance of selfsacrificing love that is so much a part of women's lives.^'
Glendinning recounts a recorded conversation that nicely
captures Charlotte's general attitude: "When Mrs. Gaskell
asked Charlotte for her views on 'the condition of women,'
Charlotte replied that there were 'evils' in the social system
'which no efforts of ours can touch: of which we cannot
complain: of which it is advisable not too often to think.
But in the 1840s, what the Brontes did write in speaking
frankly of women's experience, exploring the imbalance in
marriage and gender relations, and protesting against sexual
inequality and the excesses of patriarchalism belongs to an
emerging literature of dissent by women in the nineteenth
century. In my view there can be little question that the
Bronte novel that does this the most explicitly, powerfully, and
provocatively is The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. It is the story of
Helen Lawrence, an attractive young woman of intelligence,
artistic ability, serious religious faith, and good character who
in 1821, at the age of eighteen, falls in love with and soon
marries—despite the stern warnings of her aunt-guardian and
her own misgivings—Arthur Huntingdon, a charming, funloving, handsome man of somewhat dubious reputation and
fortune. Like many women before and since, Helen confidently
believes that she can reform Arthur, rescuing him from his
loose-living friends and his own bad habits by marrying him.
A year after their marriage Helen gives birth to a son, who is
now her chief joy and hope in a marriage that is already in
trouble. Arthur is a thoroughgoing hedonist: only happy
when he is pursuing his pleasures—hunting, gambling, drinking.
E. C. Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte (London: Smith, Elder, I860), 376.
The text of "The Enfranchisement of Women" appears in John Stuart Mill and
Harriet Taylor Mill, Essays on Sex Equality, ed. Ahce S. Rossi (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1970), 91-121. See also Rossi's Introductory Essay, especially
41-3.
" The Illustrated Brontes of Haworth, 8.
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seduction—with his London cronies. Apart from these pursuits
he is a man with no purpose and no interests, easily bored by
life at Grassdale Manor, their country estate, except during the
hunting season. Arthur makes long trips to London every
spring, staying for weeks and even months at a time despite
solemn promises to Helen. Helen longs for a marriage of true
companionship, is thwarted and disappointed, but resolutely
believes that marriage is for life and her duty is to make the
best of it. Every effort to evoke Arthur's good qualities, to call
his bad habits to his attention, and to make him responsible for
his behavior, he turns aside by charm, teasing, anger, or
invoking male prerogatives. Arthur considers her excessively
pious, sternly moral, and too independent-minded for a proper
wife.
Over the five and a half years they live together Arthur's
disintegration gradually becomes complete. His friends and
some of their wives come to Grassdale every autumn for the
hunt, and in the evenings the men's drinking and coarse
behavior dominate the proceedings. (It is these scenes, frankly
described, which caused some Victorian critics to regard the
book as "coarse and brutal.") Among the friends, Grimsby is
a hardened reprobate. Lord Lowborough a weak-willed man
who longs to live a decent life and eventually does escape both
his friends and his unfaithful wife Annabella, and Hattersley a
hard case who likewise finally reforms through the efforts of
Helen and his wife Milicent. Arthur turns out to be the
ringleader in urging them on to further dissipation. He carries
on a liaison with Annabella under his own roof. "When Helen
discovers it, she says that she can no longer love him and will
be his wife in name only, an arrangement Arthur is only too
happy to accept. Having wanted nothing to do with his son
(also named Arthur) when he was an infant, Arthur later
amuses himself by contradicting all Helen's efforts to provide
discipline, even teaching him to drink with Arthur's friends.
By now Arthur is completely hostile and insulting toward
Helen.
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In December of 1826, Helen, driven to desperation over
what Arthur is doing to their son, devises a plan of escape to
America, where she will support herself as an artist. She takes
her faithful personal servant Rachel into her confidence, and
sets about secretly selling some of her things to save enough
money for the trip. Arthur discovers her diary, in which she
relates her plans, and confiscates her jewels and the money she
has accumulated. The only reason he refuses a separation is
because it will make him a laughing-stock in the neighborhood
and among his friends. During his long trip to London from
March until September of 1827, Helen develops an alternative
plan of escape. She contacts her brother Frederick Lawrence,
asks him to arrange a few rooms in a now-deserted family
home, Wildfell Hall, near his own estate, where she can live
under an assumed name, and he reluctantly agrees. When
Arthur returns home he installs his current mistress as little
Arthur's governess. Helen and Rachel, having quietly packed
and accumulated just enough money to get them by coach to
Wildfell Hall, make their getaway at dawn late in October.
Helen settles into the gray and forbidding house as Mrs.
Graham. She had already begun to sell some of her paintings
through an agent in London before she left Grassdale Manor,
and she uses one of the rooms at Wildfell Hall as her studio.
Naturally the appearance of a mystery woman with a young
child in the grim hall becomes a source of farm and village
gossip and speculation. A young landowner-farmer, Gilbert
Markham, at first intrigued, becomes little Arthur's and then
Helen's friend, and falls in love with her. Helen, committed to
the sanctity of her marriage as a lifelong union, is in love with
Gilbert but makes him promise that he will not press his suit.
Gilbert and Frederick Lawrence are friends, but of course
Gilbert does not know that Frederick is Helen's brother. The
night Gilbert unhappily agrees to maintain only a spiritual
friendship with Helen he returns to Wildfell Hall after leaving,
simply to be near her one more time. He sees Helen come out
of the house on the arm of Frederick Lawrence, talking on
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intimate terms. Furious because he thinks he has been
deceived, the next day Gilbert knocks Frederick off his horse.
Later, Gilbert goes to Wildfell Hall to confront Helen, and she
thrusts into his hands the diary she has kept since she was
eighteen.
After reading Helen's diary, Gilbert is remorseful, but also
realizes that as long as her husband is alive he has no hope.
Hearing that Arthur is gravely ill from a fall from his horse,
Helen returns to Grassdale to nurse him. Despite his incessant
demands, frequent curses, and self-pitying fears of death, Helen
patiently takes care of him until he dies. Because of Frederick's
natural reticence and Gilbert's stubborn pride, Gilbert gets
information about Helen only in bits and pieces. He has told
her he would write after a six-month period, but with her
moving about first to Grassdale Manor and then to her aunt's
and uncle's home his efforts to write are thwarted. Months
pass like this, and suddenly Gilbert discovers that Frederick has
left to go to a wedding in Grassdale. Naturally Gilbert thinks
to his horror that Helen is remarrying. He sets off on the long
journey, has difficulties with transportation, and arrives at the
church as the bride and groom are coming out of the church.
The groom turns out to be Frederick Lawrence himself, who
has married a young friend and neighbor of Helen, Esther
Haigreave. Gilbert travels on to Helen's aunt's home, but with
young Arthur now the heir of Grassdale and Helen the chief
heir of her uncle's estate, Gilbert decides his love is in vain
because he would be marrying beyond his class. Not meaning
to enter the grounds, he is discovered by Helen and her aunt.
In the course of their awkward conversations she takes the
initiative in declaring her love, their reunion is effected, and
several months later they are married.
The bare plot outline above conveys nothing of the rich
detail of characterization and subtlety of story development we
find in Tenant. Nor does it indicate the way the story is
actually told, or the themes I introduced earlier. Gilbert
narrates the first part of the story in long letters to his sister's
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husband some twenty years after his marriage to Helen, and he
begins with her arrival at Wildfell Hall in the autumn of 1827.
When he gets to the point in the story where she gives him
her diary, we return to 1821 and Helen tells her own story up
to her arrival and early days at Wildfell Hall. We resume
Gilbert's epistolary narrative for the last part of the story up to
their marriage. While critics such as George Moore and
Winifred Gerin have considered the use of the diary a major
artistic flaw, I join Brian Wilks, Derek Stanford, and Eva Figes
in disagreeing with that assessment. Figes calls the diary
narrative "a remarkable account of a deteriorating marriage."^'
As Wilks writes, "The novel that began from a man's viewpoint
now suddenly turns round to offer an opposing attitude. The
device works for it oflFers an ironic standpoint from which
earlier ideas expressed by the masculine narrator can be
scrutinized by a comparison with similar ideas on the same
subject from a female narrator."^"*
Anne Bronte's moral realism is seen in both the "Hunting
don Plot" and the "Helen Plot" (as Gerin calls them). With
artistic subtlety she portrays the gradual disintegration and final
destruction of a man who is not "evil," but utterly undisci
plined, self-indulgent, and lacking in any overarching purpose.
With equal care she describes the maturation and moral
development of a young woman from a serious but impression
able girl to an adult whose wisdom, integrity, and self-reliance
are foiled in the fire of marital trials, sufferings, and tempta
tions. Around Arthur and Helen move other complex and
flawed human beings who, as Gerin puts it, "grow, deterio
rate...age; they do not remain untouched by experience. They
learn not by any theorising of the author's but from the lessons
of life itself."^^ Into these plots and personal stories Anne
weaves the challenging elements of her Christian humanism.
^ Eva Figes, Sex and Subterfuge: Women Writers to 18S0 (New York: Persea Books,
1982), 163.
The Illustrated Brontes of Haworth, 133-4.
" Anne Bronte, 249.
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We see in Helen Huntingdon's religious beliefs and personal
piety something of Anne's own theology. Espousing a
traditional Christian faith, Helen appeals as much to reason and
conscience as she does to the Bible. Her central concern with
Christianity as a way of life or moral path manifests itself
chiefly in her affirmation of and struggle to live out a "virtue
ethics" of integrity and self-discipline. She combines a wide
compassion for others with a sense of justice and responsibility.
For Helen as for Anne, nature is a never-failing source of
beauty and also a manifestation of God, strengthening and
renewing her in times of crisis and difficulty.
The theological "shocker" in Helen's as in Anne's religion is
the belief in universal salvation. Anne had expressed her
theological universalism quite directly in an 1843 poem, "A
Word to the Calvinists."^^ Artistically inferior to her best
poetry, its interest lies in the forthrightness with which she
affirms the doctrine of universal salvation:
And O! there lives within my heart
A hope long nursed by me,
(And should its cheering ray depart
How dark my soul would be)
That as in Adam all have died
In Christ shall all men live
And ever round his throne abide
Eternal praise to give;
That even as the wicked shall at last
Be fitted for the skies
And when their dreadful doom is past
To light and life arise.
I ask not how remote the day
^ The Poems of Anne Bronte, 89-90.
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Nor what the sinner's woe
Before their dross is purged away,
Enough for me to know
That when the cup of wrath is drained,
The metal purified,
They'll cling to what they once disdained
And live by him that died.
Through Helen Huntingdon, Anne articulates the theme
again, and it becomes central to the novel with Arthur's death.
Indeed, the Christian hope of eternal life permeates the novel
as the larger perspective within which the triumphs and
tragedies of the characters are played out. Before her marriage
to Arthur, the young Helen shocks her aunt by explaining that
in her study of the biblical passages regarding salvation she has
not found any that unequivocally affirm everlasting damna
tion—citing the equivocal meaning of the Greek aionios—znd a
number that suggest that after a period of purgation all will be
saved.^^ In Anne's portrayal of the death of Arthur Hunting
don, Gerin writes.
It is as though [she] wished to weight the scales with
every conceivable argument against herself, so patent a
challenge does the death of Arthur Huntingdon oppose to
her beliefs. He is then utterly unregenerate, more odious
even than at any moment in his odious past. His selfcommiseration is abject; his disregard of his wife's
feelings, complete; his terror of death devoid of a single
element of nobility.^®
Through Arthur's death Anne Bronte expresses her perception
of the moral frailty and ambiguity and utter dependence on
The Tenant of WiUfell Hall, 191-2.
Anne Bronte, 258.
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grace of all human beings, from the best to the worst. Upon
Arthur's death, Helen writes to her brother.
How could I endure to think that that poor trembling
soul was hurried away to everlasting torment? But thank
God I have hope—not only from a vague dependence on
the possibility that penitence and pardon might have
reached him at the last, but from the blessed confidence
that, through whatever putting fires the erring spirit may
be doomed to pass—whatever fate awaits it, still, it is not
lost, and God, who hateth nothing that He hath made,
will bless it in the end!^'
I want to turn now to Anne's analysis of gender relations in
Tenant, including marriage and the raising of children. Helen's
understanding of marriage manifests itself at several points
throughout Tenant, beginning a few months after her marriage:
"He is very fond of me—almost too fond. I could do with less
caressing and more rationality: I should like to be less of a pet
and more of a friend."^® Helen sees marriage as a relationship
founded in mutual attraction and affection but sustained only
by the friendship of husband and wife, who, whatever the
inequalities of their genders in the larger society, are in this
relationship equals—like-minded, sharing ideas, committed to a
common life-discipline. For Anne Bronte this partnership of
equality is grounded in the New Testament teaching of the
equality of persons before . God, and in reasoned argument.
Helen affirms a woman's right, even within the context of the
marriage vow of obedience, to speak her mind and to assert her
human prerogatives within the marriage, which of course gives
her a reputation among Arthur and his friends of being
insubordinate and unwomanly. Anne through Helen also
sharply rejects the moral and sexual double standard between
^ The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, 452.
The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, 215.
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the sexes, exposing Arthur's self-serving and morally dubious
aiguments that women's nature is to be faithful and constant,
but allowances must be made for the less monogamous
proclivities of men.^^
Eva Figes describes the "spoiling of sons" as a dominant
theme of social criticism in Victorian women's fiction. But if
it is prominent in the work of writers such as Elizabeth Gaskell
and Charlotte Bronte, it is Anne Bronte's "central obsession."
Figes emphasizes the "stark and shocking realism"^^ with which
she presents the theme in both novels, but above all in Tenant.
Early in the novel Helen presents her views on the differences
in the education of girls and boys to Gilbert and his mother in
the course of a conversation. It is only later, after reading her
diary, that we appreciate the full logic and force of her
arguments and their basis in her own difficult experience. What
Helen criticizes is the inconsistency in the moral education of
her day, which assumed that boys need loose supervision and
active exposure to the temptations of the world early on, while
girls are to be completely sheltered from the world and closely
disciplined. Helen argues that this is inconsistent and proposes
a like discipline for both sexes. She focuses critically on the old
assumption of two kinds of virtue for the two genders, in a
manner reminiscent of Mary Wollstonecraft. She says to
Gilbert:
You affirm that virtue is only elicited by tempta
tion;—and you think that a woman cannot be too little
exposed to temptation, or too little acquainted with
vice...It must be, either, that you think she is essentially
so vicious, or so feeble-minded, that she cannot withstand
temptation...whereas, in the nobler sex, there is a natural
tendency to goodness, guarded by a superior fortitude.
" Tenant of Wildfell Hall, 248.
" Sex and Subterfuge, 162.
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which, the more it is exercised by trials and dangers, is
only the further developed.
When Gilbert protests that that is not what he means, Helen
then presents the alternative:
Well then, it must be that you think they are both weak
and prone to err, and the slightest error, the merest
shadow of pollution, will ruin the one, while the
character of the other will be strengthened and embel
lished—his education properly finished by a little practical
acquaintance with forbidden things....You would have us
encourage our sons to prove all things by their own
experience, while our daughters must not even profit by
the experience of others. Now / would have both so to
benefit by the experience of others, and the precepts of a
higher authority, that they should know beforehand to
refuse the evil and choose the good, and require no
experimental proofs to teach them the evil of transgres
sion. I would not send a poor girl into the world
unarmed against her foes, and ignorant of the snares that
beset her path.^^
This is a fair example of Helen's—and Anne's—reasoning.
Building on her experience with Arthur (who had been
completely indulged by his parents), with his cronies, and with
young Arthur, whose father's bad influence she had to
overcome, Helen effectively exposes the inconsistencies in the
conventional wisdom about the moral training of the sexes.
In her own experience Anne had seen her brother Branwell,
a talented and personable young man, given every advantage
only to squander his opportunities in weakness and selfindulgence, turning increasingly to alcohol and drugs. Anne got
Branwell a position as tutor with the second family for whom
The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, 56-7.
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she was a governess, the Robinsons of Thorp Green Hall,
where for two and a half years (1843-1845) they worked
together. Branwell was summarily dismissed, and it turned out
that he and Mrs. Robinson had become romantically involved.
The dismissal and then her cold rejection of him was the
beginning of the end for Branwell, who drank himself to death
in 1849. Anne's portrayal of the English gentry and life on a
country estate in Tenant is based on what she witnessed of life
at Thorp Green Hall, and the character of Lord Lowborough
is perhaps closely patterned after Branwell—with the important
difference that Lowborough finally reforms himself while
Branwell destroys himself.
The most scandalous feature of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall
to Victorian readers was that Helen left her husband and took
their child with her. Both actions were illegal, and most people
considered them immoral. Married couples might live together
in arrangements of convenience, they might decide to live apart,
and among the upper classes they might with mutual consent
carry on other liaisons, but for a woman to defy law and
convention and walk out on her husband was to flout her vows
of obedience and—in the case of Helen—to deprive him of the
child that was legally his and not hers. In 1854 Barbara Leigh
Smith Baudichon, in her pamphlet, "Married Women and the
Law," described the legal situation of women in Britain:
A man and wife are one person in law; the wife loses
all her rights as a single woman, and her existence is
entirely absorbed in that of her husband. [This was the
concept of marriage as "civil death" for women.] He is
civilly responsible for her acts; she lives under his
protection or cover, and her condition is called coverture.
A woman's body belongs to her husband; she is in his
custody, and he can enforce his right by a writ of habeas
corpus.
What was her personal property before marriage, such
as money in hand, money at the bank, jewels, household
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goods, clothes, etc., becomes absolutely her husband's,
and he may assign or dispose of them at his pleasure
whether he and his wife live together or not.
A wife's chattels real (i.e., estates) become her hus
band's.
Neither the Courts of Common law nor Equity have
any direct power to oblige a man to support his wife....
The legal custody of children belongs to the father.
During the life-time of a sane father, the mother has no
rights over her children, except a limited power over
infants, and the father may take them from her and
dispose of them as he thinks fit.
A married woman cannot sue or be sued for con
tracts—nor can she enter into contracts except as the
agent of her husband; that is to say, her word alone is not
binding in law....
A wife cannot bring actions unless the husband's name
is joined.
A husband and wife cannot be found guilty of
conspiracy, as that offence cannot be committed unless
there are two persons.^"^
It is sobering to be reminded that this was the legal condition
of women—and not only in Britain—less than 150 years ago,
and that it yielded only slowly and piecemeal to reform efforts.
Against this background Gerin emphasizes the dramatic and
"contemporary" character of Helen's actions:
"Helen
Huntingdon is thinking and acting like a womari of the
twentieth century. She is, in effect, demanding equal legal
rights with men; since they are naturally refused by a husband
wishing at all costs to avoid a scandal, she proclaims her
will—her capacity—to earn her own living."^® Interestingly,
'•* Qtd. in Carolyn G. Heilbrun, Writing a Woman's Life (New York: W. W.
Norton, 1988), 84-5.
" Anne Bronte, 251.
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Brian Wilks mentions a case in Haworth in which Anne
Bronte's father advised the wife of a clergyman to leave her
drunken husband and take the children with her. As Wilks
relates, "The Rev. Patrick Bronte seems, at any rate, to have
taught his girls to follow their own consciences and to \^lue
integrity above all else."^'
I have tried to suggest that Anne Bronte has a serious claim
on our attention: for her literary merits, her religious and
moral sensibility and ideas, and within that context her views
on gender. She deserves a place in studies of nineteenth-century
female writers, of writers who with high art and sensitivity
articulated a humanely Christian view of the world in a time of
growing skepticism, and of Victorian women who spoke out in
a growing chorus against the injustices suffered by women.
Theologically Anne Bronte can still serve as a historic model of
a version of Christian humanism that is at once committed and
rational, orthodox and critical, disciplined and compassionate.
The Illustrated Brontes of Haworth, 139.

